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Particularly after the establishment of ATS in 1918, theological schools
began to function more as academies than as abbeys, which primarily were
institutions in remote, rural settings. As institutions of higher learning, theological
schools, according to the author, face three critical issues: affordability, access,
and accountability. Addressing each adequately calls for resolve and creativity.
The “apostolate” concept highlights the role of advocate that theological
schools must play as Christianity undergoes dramatic changes globally. Writes
Aleshire: “The Christian movement needs theological guidance, ministerial
skill, sociological analysis, and congregational resources as it moves through
these changes” (156). Our “discontinuous future with its multidirectional
change” mandates that theological schools live up to their purpose of serving
as arenas of learning, teaching, and theological research.
Aleshire’s subtitle, Hopeful Reflections on the Work and Future of Theological
Schools, is intended to convey that, while the future is unpredictable, those
associated with theological education must be resilient and irrepressible
as they contemplate the future. To be sure, theological education may be
different a quarter of a century from now, but we can be hopeful knowing that
theological schools will adapt to the changing dynamics in an ever-changing
world, and although theological schools may change more slowly than some
academicians may wish, and more quickly than some church leaders may
appreciate, in the end the change will serve all interested parties well.
This book should be required reading for seminary administrators, faculty,
and boards. Each group will be given a better view of how the institution they
serve can more effectively fulfill its mission, and what their role is in that
process. True to the author’s intentions, the book is thoughtful, engaging, and
highly readable.
Andrews University 	R. Clifford Jones
Chilton, Bruce. Abraham’s Curse: The Roots of Violence in Judaism. New York:
Doubleday, 2008. 259 pp. Paper, $27.95.
Bruce Chilton begins with the day, in 1998, when a telephone call took him from
home to a crime scene, near his church, where a young woman had died from
a knife-blow to the throat. Later, during the killer’s successful insanity defense,
the court learned that an obscure Afro-Caribbean religious rite—involving a
god, a knife and a sacrifice—had provided motivation for the crime.
From here, Bruce Chilton’s compelling study goes on to explore how, in
all three Abrahamic faiths, the Aqedah, or “binding” of Isaac, has itself helped
foment religious violence. In the story, from Genesis 22, Abraham hears God
commanding him to sacrifice Isaac, his only son, as a burnt offering. Abraham
obeys, taking his son to the appointed place, then “binding him,” laying him
on top of the wood, and raising his knife for the slaughter. The fact that
God intervenes, and a ram dies instead of Isaac, has by no means diminished
the honor bestowed on both father and son. The two of them became, in
all three religious traditions, shining examples of faithfulness to God; the
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one for being ready to kill his own child, the other for being ready to suffer
martyrdom.
Examples of the story’s impact follow. In their violent resistance to the
foreign ruler Antiochus IV, for instance, Jews of the Maccabean movement
inspired their fighters, and fighters’ families with this story. Older Israelites
could admire someone willing to sacrifice his child. Young men could look to
Isaac for his willingness, out of loyalty to God, to die young.
Jesus called for self-sacrifice—or “readiness for martyrdom” (78)—and
met with martyrdom himself. His Christian followers compared him with
Isaac and came, as Heb 11:1-38 and 12:4 suggest, to see willingness for
self-sacrifice as “the very substance of faith” (81, 90, 91). Patristic theology
famously continued to venerate martyrdom, and made it into a “means of
salvation for others” (105; cf. 124). Following the legalization of Christianity
under an emperor (Constantine) who overlooked its nonviolence in his pursuit
of military conquest, martyrs “became executioners as well as victims” (133).
Christianity was now “state-sanctioned” and the orthodox could attack their
competitors, including the Jews (134).
The Qur’anic Aqedah identifies “Ibrahim,” but does not name the
son (though, over time, Islamic tradition came to favor the idea that it was
Isma’il). Here the story’s context is Ibrahim’s conflict with his own people
over idolatry. Amid all the difficulty, the Qur’an tells us, he had a “vision” of
Allah’s command that he sacrifice his son. And as in Gen 22, both father and
son submitted; and again, at the last minute, the slaughter was averted.
Although Chilton condemns the hostile caricatures of Islam so commonplace
in the West, he offers a forthright rehearsal of the movement’s story. In the early
seventh century, Muhammad began to receive revelations from Allah. In part
because of pressure from local polytheists, he and his followers left Mecca for
Medina in 622 c.e. Eight years later, still rock-solid in his monotheism and now the
head of a small army, Muhammad returned to Mecca. By the time of his death ten
years later, he had, through “preaching and conquest,” established his movement
over much of the Arabian Peninsula (154).
The telling is forthright, but with a touch, nevertheless, of the fawning.
Chilton assures us, for example, that religious hostility where Muhammad
lived had by now made “military acumen” a basic survival strategy: a “pacifist
perspective” was simply not an option (160). If later invocations of the Qur’anic
Aqedah as backing for martyrdom are dubious (as he will argue), the fact remains
that from the beginning the sword was an important element of Islamic practice.
And to some degree this is, from Chilton’s perspective, justifiable.
Each of the Abrahamic religions has appealed to the story of Abraham
and his son in order to galvanize support for war. The “ethic of martyrdom”
(196) prompted ferocious violence during the Crusades, during the CatholicProtestant confrontations that followed the Reformation, during the horrific
conflicts of the twentieth century. But Chilton makes a chapter-long argument,
at the book’s end, that neither the biblical story nor the Qur’anic one is really
a call to human sacrifice. Both portray someone who interprets God’s will
mistakenly, and is then delivered from his mistake. For the Judeo-Christian
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heritage, the breakthrough insight is God’s “compassionate intervention”
(203); for the heritage of Islam, it is God’s leading “against the impulse” to
offer human sacrifice (217).
Muhammad did make combat for the cause of Allah into “an article
of faith,” says Chilton, citing, for example, Al Tawbah 9:19, 20 (215). But in
contrast with some later Muslim interpreters, he did not use the Aqedah to
glorify the sacrifice of young people. As for Jesus, the Gospels portray him
doubting the need for martyrdom. And when he finally embraces it, it is not
out of thoughtless “acquiescence” to an ideal. Jesus brings assessment of
himself and his circumstances to the situation he is facing and makes his own
“strategic choice” (209). It is here that one of the most striking sentences in
the book appears. Chilton claims that “there is no doubt whatever but that the
Christian tradition endorses the model of martyrdom that it inherited from
Maccabean Judaism, and further develops that model” (209). The further
development is that now, at the prospect of martyrdom, “insight into oneself
and into the world” must come into play; life’s business is “self-giving on
behalf of others,” and it can make no sense, in light of the Jesus story, to
“mimic a single, heroic gesture” (210).
But is that the entire development? Doesn’t the Sermon on the Mount
(unmentioned in Chilton’s book) suggest another, and still more radical,
difference between the Jesus and Maccabean models?
It is hard to imagine that Chilton is unaware of the Radical Reformation
or of the interpretive giants (John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas, James
William McClendon Jr.) who, in the last 35 years, have given new prominence
to its vision of nonviolent discipleship. Yet, whether out of obliviousness
or obstinacy, he misses this—misses Jesus’ unmistakable repudiation of the
very violence that in all three of the Abrahamic religions martyrdom came,
tragically, to embrace.
Arguably, Christianity alone among these religions has on the highest
pedestal of authority someone who refuses the value of violent conquest
even as he affirms the gift and wonder of life. That is a matter, of course,
for further conversation, not least concerning the link Chilton finds in Islam
between military action and religious faith. But from this generally provocative
and valuable book, you wouldn’t know that opportunity for conversation was
even available.
Kettering College of Medical Arts		
Kettering, Ohio

Charles Scriven

Coppedge, Allan. The God Who Is Triune: Revisioning the Christian Doctrine of God.
Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2007. 345 pp. Paper, $27.00.
In the current context of revived interest in Trinitarian studies, the debate
between classical and open theism, and a rising interest in reconnecting biblical
studies with Christian theology, Allan Coppedge undertakes a systematic
exposition of the doctrine of God through the triunity of God rather than
following the traditional pattern of discussing the existence and attributes of

